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Lehigh County Data Processing Options Assessment 
Final Report 


I. Introduction. 

The President Judge and District Court Administrator of the 
Lehigh County (PA) Court of Common Pleas requested aid from the 
National Center for State Courts in comparing competing approaches 
to developing an automated information system for their court. The 
two approaches under consideration were: local development under the 
auspices of the Court, but working through the County data 
processing staff; and a telecommunications link into the extensive 
Montgomery County (PA) court information system. 

This report reflects the policy issues and considerations found 


to be relevant to the decision-making process. 


II. A Sketch of Lehigh County. 


Lehigh County is located near the eastern border of 


Pennsylvania, slightly lower than the midpoint between the borders. 


- One of the counties with which it shares a common border is 


Montgomery. The major cities are Allentown (the county seat) and 
Bethlehem. The population of the County is about 275,000. 

The Court of Common Pleas comprises six judges and handles 
about 6,000 cases each yeat. There are 14 district justices in the 


County. 


I 


III. Current Data Processing Applications. 

A. Domestic Relations Office. The Lehigh County Domestic 
Relations Office (DRO) has a comprehensive automated system operated 
ona Data General C350 ("Eclipse") computer with 5 Meg Memory. The 
system was developed originally by Northampton County, but 
transferred with enhancements to Lehigh. 

The system has been maintained by a software consultant 
(Schuylkill BEicae Services), but the County has decided to change 
consultants. As of April 1, 1984, MICA became the maintenance 


contractor. 


The functions currently performed by the DRO system. include: 


e petition information 

e case data 

@ court documents for case 

© support payment record 

e check printing (on aa Oe receipt of payment) of 


about $50,000 per day: 


6 generation of enforcement documents 
C court lists (calendars) 
@ complete accounting system 


Full use is made of the potential benefits of the accounting 
system. The DRO receipt and payment transactions are reconciled 
with the bank's records by exchange and comparison of tapes. This 
saves enormous amounts of clerical time and. speeds the process 
considerably. : 


B. Jury system. A comprehensive jury summoning and management 


system was developed on the Data General computer, but was being 


transferred to Lehigh eountyis DEC VAX 780 at the time of the site 
visit. There was some concern that continued Seperation of the jury 
system on the Domestic Relations Office Data General computer would 
jeopardize Domestic Relations Office Title IV-D reimbursement. 

The current jury management system handles all the necessary 
functions to qualify, summon, manage and track jurors, including: 


@ selection of a specified number (currently 1,500) of names 
from driwer license lists 


® preparation of one-step summons and questionnaire 
@ recording of appearances and excuses 
@ selection of panels from those reporting 


r) recording of actual service (for state reimbursement 
purposes) 


® preparation of juror Payment checks. 

While there were some problems in the system during the 
conversion to the DEC computer, they were being resolved with some 
rapidity. The service was rated fair to good, and was peowing 
steadily. The reports to the AOPC for jury reimbursement ane being 
done manually; there is no current plan to automate this procedure. 

C. District attorney. The district attorney has a rudimentary 
data entry and retrieval system running on the County VAX machine. 
The DA system is based on PROMIS, and does very little processing of 
the data. At best, the system provides the DA with: 


® some help in avoiding Rule 1100 (speedy trial) 
problems, as he can get gross. case age lists 


° some Status information on the caseload (list of open 
cases by status). 


The DA system was of questionable cost-effectiveness. Opening 


a case file involving multiple charges was quite complex and 
time-consuming, because of the redundant data entry requirements of 
PROMIS. Updating the case records after each day's seeisi Gas was 
peotiy ergunieedss so much so that the Deputy Court Administrator in 
charge of calendars felt constrained to visit each courtroom rather 
than rely on the system. The computer system was not used to print 
file labels and index cards-- these were done with an electric 
typewriter, at pouahiy the same time the file was created on the 
system. 

D. Prothonotary/Clerk. The Prothonotary has the benefit of 
automated accounting for a significant part of the financial 


processing in or through the office. This includes: 


@ costs and fines (paid through the County Bureau of 
Collections) 


6 bail posting (including 10% bail) 

e real estate escrow accounts 
It was expected that witness fees and notices would be put up soon 
on the County VAX, with civil escrow fund and fee accounting to 
follow thereafter. 

No case processing or record indexing functions are currently 
computerized and none were identified for early conversion by local 
staff. The Prothonotary and her assistant have focused much of 
their effort on microfilming old records and acquiring a cash 
register which prepares a detailed transaction tape. 

IV. Further Automation Needs and Plans. 


Clearly the current extent of automation outlined above is far 


from adequate for a six-judge court handling around 6,000 cases a 
year. This has been recognized by the President Judge, the Court 
Administrator, and most of the others in the system. One example of 
this recognition was the issuance in November 1983 of an RFP for a 
comprehensive criminal system. This RFP was later withdrawn in 
favor of the instant comparison of the feasibility of linking up 
with the Montgomery County system versus local software 
development. The most obvious and pressing automation needs are: 

A. Court Administrator's Office. The Court Administrator's 
Office is responsible for maintaining the case processing records 
and lists for both civil and criminal cases. Lists of cases for 
trial, argument court (motion hearings), pretrial or status 
conferences are derived from manually-maintained records. The 
effort required to prepare these lists is increased by Lehigh 
County's retention of a modified 240-day readiness rule; civil cases 
approaching 240 days in age since first filing are listed for a 
status conference. This procedure resales in the disposition of a 
number of cases, but it also puts added pressure on the Court 
Administrator's staff. 

Both the recordkeeping and the list compilation processes are 
ideal areas for automation. Even a system created exclusively for 
these functions and maintained by the Administrator? would 
represent a significant gain in productivity. Beyond the routine 
case management and court scheduling Panel Lone it would also speed 


. 


I. As opposed to a shared system. See IV. C., Prothonotary/Clerk, 
below. | 
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the purge of "stale" civil cases (inactive for two years or more). 

B. District Attorney. The district attorney sehneuledess that 
his current system produces relatively little useful information for 
the effort it requires. He feels, however, that it is a necessary 
building block for an enhanced system. His next two priorities for 
development are: 

© completing the automated docketing and case tracking 
modules for his office and its Peoria: to replace his 
current paper records 

) generating subpoenas for all prosecution witnesses. 

Cc. Prothonotary/Clerk. Although not prominent in the 
discussions of needed applications, much can be gained by automation 
of the dockets and indexes in the Prothonotary's Office. Access to 
these documents brings substantial numbers of people to the office 
every day; the docket books are heavy, cumbersome and difficult to 
work with. They are equally troublesome to office personnel who 
have to try to keep them current and properly filed. 

Automation of the information will foster better service in many 
ways. As opposed to the docket books, ah automated system: 


@ permits any number of people to use the same’ 
information simultaneously 


© can be established to allow people outside the 
courthouse to see the information 


) allows easy, one~step updating of several records 
e protects against misfiling, damage or loss of 
information. : 


One significant impediment to the automation of the Lehigh 
County Prothonotary's operation is the existence of 17 separate 


dockets in the civil case records. A computer could obviously be 


programmed to maintain this separation, but there is no need to do 
so. The material could be separated into not more than three 
dockets (e.g., general civil, judgments, and liens/secured 
transactions). 

The same rationale, although involving a smaller audience of 
users, applies to criminal dockets and records. 

D. Judges. The judges of the court of common pleas would also 
benefit from cuproved information. Scheduling court matters, 
passing on continuance requests, allocating judicial and other 
resources, and assessing the effectiveness of certain programs are 
just some of the functions which rely heavily on current, accurate 
information. Indeed the President Judge and the other judges are 
and can be in charge of the judicial system only to the extent that 
they know what is going on in that system. 

E. Other agencies. No extended analysis was made of other 


judicial or related units, such as probation, sheriff, police 


departments and the like. Such agencies can or should benefit from 


a comprehensive court information system either as direct 
participant users (e.g., probation workload and contact reports) or 
by receipt of better and more current information (e.g., schedules 
and disposition reports). 
V. Alternative development approaches. 

Two viable alternative approaches have been identified for 
Lehigh County: acquisition of hardware cpapae bie with the County's 
present Digital VAX and development of necessary software; and 


acquisition of necessary hardware to use the Montgomery County 


mainframe system. Although some discussion was had earlier about 
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the possibility of resorting to a service bureau for such support, 
that approach has been ruled out. 

The criteria of choice among the alternatives are the speed with 
which the Court can obtain computer support, the assurance of having 
a workable system, the extent to which the system can support 
current or planned activities without substantial dislocations or 
compromises, and the cost of maintaining the system when it is 
operable. 

A. Speed of implementation. There should be little aeestion 
but that transplant or tying into an existing system is faster than 
developing one. A good part of the time consumed in building a 
court-related DP system is spent in teaching the DP staff about the 
courts. The strictly technical time spent in programming, testing, 
debugging and refining the software is long enough-- with the added 
burden of trying to communicate with court staff (without a common 
language), these projects take enormous amounts of time. 

On the other hand, an existing system already in operation, by 
definition, has that development pertoa behind it. The software can 
be duplicated for a transplant, or if there are only slight cosmetic 
changes needed to support a new user, ioe tah be made relatively 
quickly (substantial changes to a transferred system begin to 
resemble the process of tailor-making a system). 

The primary source of "delay" in the transplant/tie-in approach 
may be the wait for the delivery of hardware; some items have a lead 
time which runs into months. This period can be eee productively, 
of course, in training and orienting staff, preparing facilities, 


etc. 


B. Assurance of operable system. The ability to create 
complex computer systems that live up to the user's expectations is 
not limited to a handful of individuals; on the other hand, probably 
as many people have failed as have succeeded in implementing major, 
multi-user systems. It requires considerable patience to watch a 


major automated system development, as the pieces are hand-crafted 


‘and assembled. With adequate or better DP staff, the ultimate 


system will prove workable and will meet the user's needs. 
Unfortunately one never knows for sure until the system is completed 
whether it will perform properly or not. 

Again, the best proof of the functioning of a system lies in 
seeing it operate, especially for a period of time. Thus at least a 
slight adue must be given to the transplant/tie-in approach on this 
score. 

ies Tailoring to Lehigh County procedures. Clearly the best 
choice in terms of fitting a system precisely to the ecerone manual 
procedures in Lehigh County is a homegrown system. In terms of 
training and acclimating staff to the computer system, this feature 
may make a noticeable difference, as the staff are already 
comfortable with the well-known processes. 
| A “foreign” system will prove to be at best an approximation of 
the Lehigh practices; some retraining and accommodations will have 
to be made. If a system is transplanted, the computer software 
might be modified to produce a better fit: with a tie-in to another 
system, the adjustments must come in the Gnderiveng manual or 
behavioral areas. 


As an example of the conflict between Lehigh practices and the 
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computerized world outside, one has to look no further than the 
matter of the Prothonotary's dockets. The Montgomery County systen, 
largely in reliance on Title 204, Ch. 173, Pennsylvania Code, has 
consolidated the dockets to three. Thus the Lehigh County Protho- 
notary's 17 civil dockets will not fit on the computer system 
identified as a candidate for transplant. A resolution of: this 
conflict must be reached before much further exploration is 


undertaken. 

D. Estimated cost of operation of Montgomery County link. 
While this is the criterion about which the most specific data have 
been gathered, those data are still so spotty as to be confusing. 
Some of the problems are that the operating costs of the Lehigh 
County approach have not been estimated; that it is not clear how 
much of the Montgomery system might be adopted; and that the 
hardware configuration needed by the Court has not been clearly 


identified. With those caveats, the calculations are as follows: 


“Assuming that the Court used the Montgomery County computer for case 


scheduling (both Court and arbitration), the Prothonotary's index 
and dockets, Domestic etats one: Gury management and reports, and 
tax assessment indexing, the operating cost on the Hone Gonedy County 
system probably would be in the area of $130,000 to $160,000 per 
year. This estimate is based on the 1983 Montgomery County 
cost-benefit analysis,“ adjusted for the difference in size and in 


known workload between the two counties. The Montgomery County: 


» 


2.Prepared by Robert MacNeel, Director of Data Processing for 
Montgomery County, PA. Copy on file in the National Center for 
State Courts, Northeastern Regional Office. 
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hardware upgrade in January 1984 was also taken into account 
(interestingly enough, though the cost of the hardware increased by 
37%, the usage rose so substantially that the cost per transaction 
declined slightly). 

Lehigh County would pay only for its proportionate share of the 
operating cost of the system, plus computer staff time spent on 
Lehigh County matters. In addition to the amount paid to Montgomery 
County, Lehigh would also have the cost of the hardware and 
telephone lines to connect the hardware in Allentown with that in 
Doylestown. 

Here again, the costs depend on how rapidly and how far Lehigh 
wants to go: the bottom end could be a VIP 7700 series terminal and 
printer for under $10,000 Puenaee:. The terminals cost about 
$8,500 each. Lehigh could also start with a microsystem 610, which 
would permit some processing locally, and require less reliance on 
ehe Montgomery computer. In addition, the microsystem can support 
word processing, interconnect with other. types of computers, and 
with plug-in boards, handle MS-DOS and CP/M-86 programs. The 610, 
with the necessary accesories, would cost around $15,000, plus an 
annual maintenance charge. 

How these costs compare with the actual costs of a 
locally-developed system is not clear. The County DP's bid for the 
development of the system has not been stated to include any 
on-going operating costs. :Thus the Court in Lehigh County might 
ultimately be facing pougniy comparable costs even on the County 


machine. 
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E. Costs of County-developed sysytem. The County has proposed 


that the Court use a budget line item of $175,000 to purchase a 
Digital VAX 750, and that the necessary software be developed. to 
perform the desired automated functions. To develop the software, 
the County is offering one full-time programmer-analyst, plus 25% of 
the time of their data processing director. With a second full-time 
programmer-analyst on the Court payroll, this would provide a staff 
equivalent to 2.25 persons to work on the software development. 
Other cost considerations in the County approach remain to be 
clearly defined. The cost of housing and operating the court's 
computer will apparently be absorbed by the County. Funds currently 
in the Court's budget for computer operating costs and supplies 
would be moved to the County DP budget for 1985 if this avenue were 
chosen. The cost, if any, for use of the County Home VAX 750 or the 
County's 780 in the event of a problem with the Court's machine 
should be spelled out in an agreement betes the Court proceeds. 


Part of any decision to adopt the County proposal must be an 


agreement giving the Court equal management control over the data 


processing resources. Given that the DA system is on the 780, and 
that some criminal case data will be on the Court's 750, such equal 
control is contemplated by the Pennsylvania Criminal History 
Information Act (18 Pa. C.S.A. §9131 (3)).° | 


VI. Summary and Recommendation. 


The leadership of the Lehigh County Court of Common Pleas is in 


3. If the Court purchases its own Honeywell-compatible equipment 
to link into the Montgomery County system, this would not be an 
issue. 
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the enviable position of having two candidate systems to choose 
between. Each approach has several strengths and each has some 
shortcomings. The ultimate decision may rest on politics in the 
best sense -- the extent to which the interests of the Court and of 
the County are seen to coincide. 

The Court should not, however, surrender its present bargaining 
position without requesting and comparing the best offer from each 
candidate. All the terms, conditions, costs, questions of control, 
time of delivery and start-up, warranties, and the like should be 
reduced to writing. Only then can the Court reliably decide whether 
the apparent speed versus cost differential is real, and if so, 
which should be given preference. 

The next step in the process will be to get more of these issues 
into the open, by sitting down with the primary actors and if not 
really negotiating, at least addressing the questions as though all 
the agencies were in negotiations. Such questions as how long each 
process (tie-in and development) would take, how much each approach 
would cost over the next five years, ahat degree of control the 
Court would have under each method, and the like must be explored in 


depth. Only through this process can the ambiguities be resolved. 
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